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Abstract
Background: Adolescent pregnancy exposes female adolescents to medical, social and economic risks. In Ghana,
adolescent mothers are more likely to experience complications during pregnancy and delivery as compared to
older mothers. This study examined the competencies of adolescent girls to either proactively prevent teenage
pregnancy or reactively cope effectively with it.
Methods: A cross-sectional survey approach was used to interview 820 adolescent girls aged 15–19 years in Accra,
Ghana. The main focus of the study was to examine how social capital (various kinds of valued relations with
significant others), economic capital (command over economic resources, mainly cash and assets), cultural capital
(personal dispositions and habits; knowledge and tradition stored in material forms and institutionalized) and
symbolic capital (honour, recognition and prestige) contribute to the development of competencies of adolescents
to deal with the threat of teenage pregnancy and childbirth.
Results: Out of 820 adolescents interviewed, 128 (16 %) were pregnant or mothers. Adolescents in both groups
(62 % never pregnant girls and 68 % pregnant/young mothers) have access to social support, especially from their
parents. Parents are taking the place of aunts and grandmothers in providing sexual education to their adolescent
girls due to changing social structures where extended families no longer reside together in most cases. More
(79 %) pregnant girls and young mothers compared to never pregnant girls (38 %) have access to economic
support (P = <0.001). Access to social, economic and cultural capitals was associated with high competence to
either prevent or deal with pregnancy among adolescent girls.
Conclusion: Findings showed that adolescent girls, especially those that get pregnant should not be viewed as
weak and vulnerable because many of them have developed competencies to cope with pregnancy and childbirth
effectively. Thus, focusing on developing the competencies of girls to access social, economic and cultural capitals
may be an effective way of tackling the threat of teenage pregnancy than focusing only on their vulnerability and
associated risks.
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Background
Young people belong to one of the biggest age groups
with more than half of the world population being less
than 25 years old [1]. Some 1.2 billion people, one per-
son in five is an adolescent, ranging from 10 to 19 years
[1]. The period of adolescence is a transitional one in
which an individual goes through a lot of physical, emo-
tional, psychological, cognitive and social changes [2, 3].
Individuals are expected at this stage of life to acquire
and consolidate skills, attitudes and principles that are
needed to prepare them for adulthood [2]. Hence, the
choices one makes based on the life chances available to
her/him at this critical period of life are of great import-
ance for healthy living in adulthood. Hereby the import-
ance of sexual and reproductive health decisions cannot
be overemphasized as adolescents are considered to be
the most vulnerable to sexual and reproductive health
risks [4–6]. The World Health Organization (WHO) de-
fined adolescence as all persons aged 10 to 19 years.
This is further divided into younger adolescents – 10 to
14 years and older adolescents – 15 to 19 years [7].
In 2008, 11 % of all births worldwide were by adoles-
cents aged 15–19 years with about 95 % of them occurring
in low and middle income countries [8]. In Ghana, adoles-
cent pregnancy contributes about 9 % to maternal mortal-
ity and like elsewhere in sub-Saharan Africa; births by
teenage mothers have been reported to account for the
highest infant and child mortality. In 2007, the under-five
mortality rate among children born to adolescent mothers
in Ghana was 124/1000 and this was significantly higher
than the national rate of 82/1000 [9]. Young mothers are
more likely to experience complications during pregnancy
and delivery than older mothers [8, 9]. Adolescent preg-
nancy exposes young women to medical, social and
economic risks. They have a high risk of dying during
childbirth and of being socially excluded by the society
such as by family members, teachers and peers. These fac-
tors may expose female adolescents, especially single
mothers, to poverty [6]. Urban centres are growing fast in
the global South and majority of the youth will be living in
urban areas in the next decade [10]. However, very little is
known about adolescent sexual and reproductive health in
the urban context [11].
Studies on sexual and reproductive health of adolescents
tend to focus on vulnerability and exposure to various
health and developmental risks, including teenage preg-
nancy [4–6, 10–12]. In the midst of these risks and vulner-
abilities, some adolescent girls are able to either avoid
teenage pregnancy or cope well with it. This requires in-
vestigation to understand how they acquire competencies
in avoiding or dealing with teenage pregnancy [11].
Research on resilience (adaptive capacity) has a long
history among Western psychologists and social workers,
mostly in the United States [13, 14]. In recent times,
however, psychologists have started conducting research
in low and middle income countries [15, 16]. Obrist and
colleagues conceptualized resilience from a social science
perspective leading to the development of the multi-
layered social resilience framework [17]. This framework
puts emphasis on the human capacity to act in response
to a threat by defining social resilience as “the capacity of
actors to access capitals in order not to only cope with
and adjust to adverse conditions (reactive capacity) but
search for and create options (proactive capacity), and
thus develop increased competence (positive outcomes) in
dealing with a threat” [17]. Access to economic, social
and cultural capitals is to a large extent structured by
power-related symbolic capital [17–19].
While it is acknowledged that sexual and reproductive
health research should involve males and females, this
paper focuses on adolescent girls aged 15 to 19 years only.
This age group was selected because, they are more likely
to get pregnant than the younger adolescents (aged 10 to
14 years). The paper examined how actors (family, peers
etc.), institutions and organizations (schools, health ser-
vices etc.) influence adolescent girls’ competencies in pre-
venting or dealing with teenage pregnancy. The study is
embedded in a larger mixed methods project on repro-
ductive resilience that was implemented in urban as well
as rural research sites in Tanzania and Ghana. This paper
reports only quantitative findings from the urban site
Accra, Ghana. Quantitative findings from urban Tanzania
will be reported elsewhere.
Research method
Study site
The study was conducted in the Accra Metropolitan As-
sembly (AMA) in the Greater Accra region of Ghana. Accra
Metropolitan Assembly (AMA) is the political, economic
and administrative capital of Ghana with a population of
1,848,614 in 2010 [20]. The Greater Accra region is the
most densely populated region in the country with AMA
being the most densely populated part of that region. AMA
is made up of eleven sub-Metropolitan District Councils
namely; Ablekuma Central, Ablekuma North, Ablekuma
South, Ashiedu Keteke, Ayawaso Central, Ayawaso East,
Ayawaso West, La, Okaikoi North, Okaikoi South and Osu
Klotey with a total land area of 173 square kilometres.
Each of the 11 sub-metros is treated more or less as
an administrative district and each of the sub-metros is
served by a government polyclinic and several small gov-
ernment and private clinics. There are four government
hospitals, five quasi-government hospitals and one teach-
ing hospital in the Accra metropolis.
Study population and sampling
Three out of the 11 sub-metros were randomly selected.
These were: Ashiedu Keteke; La and Okaikoi North with
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a total population of 117,525; 96,790 and 117,590 re-
spectively. The study applied a cross-sectional survey ap-
proach focusing on female adolescents aged 15–19
years. A total of 820 young girls were interviewed. Out
of them, 692 were never pregnant girls and 128 were
pregnant girls or young mothers. A minimum sample
size of 775 was calculated for the study [21]. To attain
the required sample size for the study, taking into account
the adolescent population and teenage pregnancy rate in
Accra [20], 18 enumeration areas (EAs) (six in each sub-
metropolis) were selected. Every residential dwelling in the
18 EAs was visited to identify respondents for the study. At
the end of fieldwork, only four girls refused participation,
mainly because their caretakers refused to give consent.
Data collection
Data collection was done from December 2010 to February
2011 by females aged 16 to 22 years using a structured
questionnaire with pre-coded possible responses. A peer-
to-peer data collection approach was deliberately adopted
to remove any age-related social barriers, to enhance rap-
port and to create mutual trust between the interviewees
and interviewers. Field reports indicated that respondents
saw interviewers as their colleagues and therefore opened
up to them; some became friends and even exchanged
their mobile phone numbers. Field workers were thor-
oughly trained and were supervised during data collection.
The data collection tools were pre-tested outside the study
sub-metropolis to ensure clarity, consistency and reliabil-
ity. Findings and experience gained from the pre-testing
were used to revise the tool before the commencement of
the main data collection.
Sexual and reproductive resilience
Since resilience must be built against a threat, this study
was guided by the Multi-layered Social Resilience frame-
work [17], which was adapted to the context of teenage
pregnancy. The framework helped to conceptualized
possible factors that could influence adolescents’ compe-
tence to either prevent or cope with teenage pregnancy.
Building on the assumption from the public health lit-
erature that unwanted teenage pregnancy is a potential
threat to young girls. It has been widely reported that
teenage pregnancy is a threat to the health, education,
social and economic wellbeing of adolescent girls [5, 22].
Drawing on the Multi-layered Social Resilience frame-
work [17], we examined the building of resilience against
the threat of teenage pregnancy at the household level.
We emphasized on: 1) social, economic, cultural and
symbolic capitals of female adolescents; 2) their capacities;
3) their socio-demographic context, and 4) the outcome,
which is the ability to competently deal with the threat of
teenage pregnancy (Fig. 1). Thus, two sets of questionnaires
were designed to address similar but specific issues of
pregnant girls/young mothers on one hand and never preg-
nant girls on the other hand. In this study, we defined preg-
nant girls/young mothers to include all those who had ever
been pregnant (were pregnant at the time of the study, had
given birth and self reported miscarriage or abortion). The
questions allowed for comparison between the two groups
of respondents.
Building on the multi-layered social resilience frame-
work, ‘competence’ was adopted as a proxy for resilience.
Competence in this study involves the relationship be-
tween capacities, capitals and the socio-demographic
characteristics that enable young girls to reactively cope
with pregnancy or proactively prevent pregnancy. As a
measure of social resilience, the competence score was
computed based on the following outcomes: being able
to competently mobilize resources in order to prevent
teenage pregnancy (never pregnant girls) or cope well
with teenage pregnancy (pregnant girls/young mothers).
Data analysis
Data analysis was done using EpiInfo version 3.2 soft-
ware to perform descriptive statistics, chi-square and bi-
variate and multivariate logistic regression. A cumulative
competence scale was developed in order to gain in-
sights about reproductive resilience. In both sites,
Tanzania and Ghana, the same cumulative score based
on 10 competence indicators that refer to the reactive
and proactive mobilization of resources was computed.
Depending on the pregnancy status (never pregnant girls
or pregnant girls/young mother) a set of questions re-
lated to competencies were developed for the study
(Table 1). Each competence-question answered with
“yes” (i.e. having actively mobilized resources, continued
education) contributed ‘1’, questions answered with “no”
(i.e. having not actively mobilized resources, did not
continue with education) contributed “0” to the score.
Among the pregnant girls and/or young mothers each
respondent could score the minimum of 0 (all questions
answered with “no”) and the maximum of 10 (100 %).
For the purpose of this analysis the score of ≤50 % was
determined as ‘low competence in mobilizing resources
to avoid or deal with pregnancy’ and the score of 51–
100 % as ‘high competence in mobilizing resources to
avoid/deal with pregnancy’. A 50 % cut-off point was
used in order to learn about the broad spectrum of com-
petencies among respondents. We computed bivariate
relationship between competence score and capital vari-
ables; competence score and ability variables; compe-
tence score and demographic variables. Variables for
consideration in logistic models to identify determinants
of resilience were identified by suggestive bivariate rela-
tionships (p ≤ .20). All logistic regression models were
control for age, since we know that proportionally more
never pregnant girls were in the younger age than the
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pregnant/young mothers (Table 2). The outcome vari-
able of the study is the ability to avoid pregnancy or
cope well with it, which is expressed in the competence
scores. Therefore the hypothesis for the logistic regres-
sion model was that “a high resilience score is associated
with the social, economic, cultural and symbolic capitals
as well as life skills and capacities”.
In doing so, we looked at: Social capital, which is de-
fined as all kinds of relationships that are cherished by
those involved [17, 23]. In this study, access to social
capital referred to the ability to turn to these relations
for advice and social support on how to either avoid or
cope with teenage pregnancy and Economic capital,
which in this study refers to having access to economic
resources, either in cash or kind [17, 23]. Thus, adoles-
cent girls should have access to resources that they
could make use of to either prevent or cope with preg-
nancy. Finally, the study built on the definition of
cultural capital as personal habits and dispositions,
knowledge, traditions and educational qualifications that
are available for a person to draw upon when needed
[17, 23]. In the context of teenage pregnancy it meant
that adolescent girls should have access to and be able
to mobilize different media resources to either prevent
or cope with pregnancy. Findings were compared be-
tween the two groups (never pregnant girls and pregnant
girls/young mothers) where appropriate.
Ethical considerations
The study was approved by the Institutional Review
Board of the Noguchi Memorial Institute for Medical
Research, University of Ghana, Ghana (clearance num-
ber 052/08-09). A written informed consent was col-
lected from each respondent either directly from those
aged 18 years and above or from the guardians (mainly
parents) of those less than 18 years. In addition, oral in-
formed consent was collected from each respondent at
the point of interview. Confidentiality of information
given was assured and individuals were given the free-
dom to withdraw their participation at any point in the
interview if they so wish. Participants were informed
about their right to refuse to answer any question that
they felt uncomfortable with in the course of the
interview.
Results
Socio-demographic characteristics
Out of 820 adolescents aged 15–19 years interviewed,
128 (16 %) were pregnant or already mothers. The
socio-demographic characteristics of the respondents
are presented in Table 2. Significantly more never
pregnant girls were younger than the pregnant girls
or young mothers. On the other hand, the age of
19 years was significantly related to being pregnant/
young mother (P < 0.0001). Significantly more preg-
nant girls/young mothers terminated their schooling
at primary school level compared to never pregnant
girls. Most of the never pregnant girls were still in
school. More (P = 0.0043) never pregnant girls (50 %)
had their parents (mother and father) living together
compared to pregnant girls/young mothers (37 %).
Thus, those whose parents were living together were
Fig. 1 Reproductive Resilience framework (modified Multi-layered Social Resilience framework by Obrist et al., 2010). The frame work illustrates
how a threat of teenage pregnancy could be influenced by the capacity- personal disposition and life skills; Capitals- social, economic, cultural
and symbolic and Socio-demographic context which could enhance proactive actions or becomes constraining factors. As indicated by the
arrows, these factors interact with each other to produce competence levels of adolescents to develop resilience against teenage pregnancy of
cope well with it when it occurs
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less likely to start childbearing. Most socio-demographic
variables did not influence the competence scores of
respondents in both groups. However, chi-square analysis
showed a significant relationship between education
and competence (P = 0.0133) to avoid teenage preg-
nancy, suggesting that adolescents with more years of
schooling were more likely to develop competence to
avoid teenage pregnancy.
Competence
A slight majority of respondents in both never preg-
nant (51 %) and pregnant girls/young mothers (60 %)
groups had high competence scores. The mean (±SD)
competency scores were 5.4 (2.8) and 6.2 (2.7) among
never pregnant girls and pregnant girls/young mothers
respectively. The median scores were 6.0 and 6.5 among
never pregnant girls and pregnant girls/young mothers
respectively with a range of 0 to 10 in both groups.
Most pregnant girls/young mothers reportedly knew
how to deal with health problems that affect their
own health and that of their babies and maintained
that they have the ability to mobilize information and
support needed to do so. Never pregnant girls with
high competence scores were able to avoid pregnancy
Table 1 Adolescents reproductive resilience research design
Variables Questions
1. Socio-demographic context: Age, location, level of education,
religion, wealth of family, family status, relationship status
How old are you? What is your educational level? Are you in a relationship?
Is your father living together with your mother? Have you ever had sex?
What is your religion? Is your father having another wife beside your mother?
What is your ethnicity? What is your family’s source of income? Have you
ever been pregnant?
2. Capitals:
2.1 Social capital; Various kinds of valued relations with
significant others
Do you have someone you can turn to in case you have questions related
to avoiding/dealing with teenage pregnancy? How many people can you
turn to? Whom do you turn to?
2.2. Cultural capital; Embodied (personal dispositions and habits),
objectified (knowledge and tradition stored in material forms)
and institutionalized (educational qualification)
Do you have access to other information sources in order to learn about
how to avoid/deal with teenage pregnancy? How many different sources
do you have access to? What kind of sources?
2.3. Economic capital; Command over economic resources,
mainly cash and assets
Do you have someone you can turn to in case you need money to
avoid/deal with teenage pregnancy? How many people can you turn to?
Whom do you turn to?
2.4. Symbolic capital; Honour, recognition and prestige Do you feel accepted within your social environment? Do you strive for
a good reputation?
3. Capacities:
3.1 Psycho-social resilience; Psycho-social dispositions Do spiritual & religious beliefs help you to abstain from sexual relationships/to
deal with teenage pregnancy? Do you believe that you can successfully
manage to avoid/deal with teenage pregnancy? Do you have the ability to
establish and maintain relationships with people, who you can ask for advice
related to avoiding/dealing with pregnancy?
3.2 Life skills; Sexual and reproductive health knowledge Do you dare to speak out when someone approaches you in a sexual way
and you do not want it? Do you know how to protect yourself from pregnancy?
Do you decide freely if, when and with whom you want to have sex?
4.1 Competencies of never pregnant girls; Being able to
competently mobilize resources in order to avoid
teenage pregnancy.
Do you protect yourself from pregnancy by using contraceptives? Did you
deliberately abstain from sex to avoid pregnancy? Have you mobilized any
social support to actively avoid pregnancy? Did you manage to mobilize this
support successfully? Have you actively mobilize economic resources to protect
yourself from pregnancy? Did you manage to mobilize them successfully?
Have you actively looked for other sources of information on how to protect
yourself against pregnancy? Did you manage to get the information you were
looking for? Do you dare to speak out when someone approaches you in a sexual
way that you do not like? Do you decide freely when and with whom to have sex?
4.2 Competencies of pregnant girls/young mothers;
Being able to competently mobilize resources in order
to cope with teenage pregnancy/childbirth.
Did you try to continue schooling or learn a trade during/after pregnancy? Did you
make use of health services to check your own health and/or the health of your
baby? Have you actively mobilized any social support in order to cope with teenage
pregnancy/childbirth? Did you manage to mobilize this support successfully? Have
you mobilized any financial resources in order to cope with teenage pregnancy/
childbirth? Did you manage to mobilize these resources successfully? Have you
actively looked for other sources of information on how to cope with teenage
pregnancy/childbirth? Did you manage to get the information you were looking
for? Do you dare to speak out when someone approaches you in a sexual way
that you do not like? Do you decide freely when and with whom to have sex?
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because they could mobilize information and support
to do so.
Access to social capital
About the same proportion of adolescents in both
groups, never pregnant (62 %) and pregnant girls and
young mothers (68 %) had access to social capital. There
was a significant relationship between social capital and
competence in both groups (never pregnant: X2 = 91.349,
P < 0.001) and (pregnant girls and young mothers: X2 =
4.078, P = 0.043). Depending on the pregnancy status,
adolescents turned to different people. Prominent social
actors consulted for advice were parents, other relatives
and husbands/partners (Table 3).
Multiple logistic regression analysis showed that
only parents, as a cherished relation, contributed sig-
nificantly to competence building among never pregnant
girls (Odd ratio 1.4998; p = 0.050). In addition, pregnant
girls and young mothers who consulted nurses or doctors
were more able to cope well with pregnancy and child-
birth (Odd ratio 7.1912; P = 0.005) (Table 4).
Access to cultural capital
There was a significant relationship between access to
the media and competence score in both groups (never
pregnant: X2 = 9.060, P = 0.003; and pregnant girls and
young mothers: X2 = 5.231, P = 0.022). Prominent sources
of information consulted in both groups were Television,
Radio and Books (Table 5). However, a multiple logistic
regression analysis showed that access to TV (Odd ratio
1.9244; P = 0.009) and books (Odd ratio 1.4293; P = 0.039)
were significantly related to high competence score while
information brochure (Odd ratio 0.3134; P = 0.007) was
negatively related to competence score among the never
Table 2 Demographic characteristic of respondents by pregnancy status
Variables Never pregnant
Frequency (%) n = 692
Pregnant girls/young mothers.
Frequency (%) n = 128
X2 (P value)
Age (years) 66.04 (<0.001)
15 166 (24.0) 5 (3.9)
16 97 (14.0) 7 (5.5)
17 100 (14.5) 16 (12.5)
18 186 (26.9) 35 (27.3
19 143 (20.7) 65 (50.8)
Relationship status 63.13 (<0.001)
Single 456 (65.9) 28 (21.9)
Married 6 (0.9) 26 (20.3)
In relationship but not married 230 (33.2) 74 (57.8)
Education 63.43 (<0.001)
Primary education 55 (7.9) 22 (17.2)
Junior high school 302 (43.6) 56 (43.7)
Senior high school & above 264 (38.1) 23 (18.0)
Others (non-formal education,
vocational training etc.)
71 (10.2) 27 (21.1)
Both parents staying together 10.41 (0.005)
Yes 352 (50.9) 47 (36.7)
No 316 (45.7) 72 (56.3)
Others (dead, don’t know father) 24 (3.5) 9 (7.0)
Father has more than one wife 0.23 (0.726)
Yes 254 (36.7) 55 (43.0)
No 438 (62.3) 73 (57.0)
Others (dead, don’t knowa father) 9 (1.3) 2 (1.6)
Religion 4.77 (0.092)
Christian 535 (77.3) 100 (78.1)
Muslims 96 (13.9) 7 (5.5)
Other 61 (8.8) 21 (16.4)
awas excluded from the Chi-square analysis as values are too small but could neither be added to ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ responses
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pregnant girls. On the other hand, only music songs was
significantly related to competence score among the preg-
nant girls/young mothers (Odd ratio 5.0131; P = 0.042)
(Table 4).
Access to Economic capital (Ability to organize economic
support)
Having access to economic capital had a significant rela-
tionship with the competence score among never preg-
nant girls (X2 = 15.76, P < 0.001) but not for the pregnant
girls and young mothers (X2 = 3.280, P = 0.070), 79 % of
the pregnant girls and young mothers compared to 38 %
of the never pregnant girls had access to economic capital.
Pregnancy status may determine whom adolescent girls
turn to for financial assistance either to prevent pregnancy
or care for their pregnancy and baby. However, a multiple
regression analysis (Table 6) showed that access to econo-
mic capital contributed to high competence scores in
both groups, never pregnant girls (Odd ratio 28.0000;
P < 0.001) and pregnant girls/young mothers (Odd ratio
11.4290; P < 0.001).
Symbolic capital among adolescent girls
Symbolic capital such as striving for a good reputation in
relation to sexual behaviour and feeling accepted within
their social environment was examined. Both never preg-
nant girls and pregnant girls/young mothers attached
high importance to these symbolic capitals. When asked,
whether they actively strive for good reputation in their
communities in terms of sexual behaviour, 78 % of never
Table 3 Individuals that adolescents in Accra turn to for support by pregnancy statusa,b
Whom to turn to for support Never pregnant; frequency (%) n = 692 Pregnant girls and young mothers; frequency (%) n = 128
Social support Economic support Social support Economic support
Parents 459 (66.3) 457 (66.0) 66 (51.6) 52 (40.6)
Other relatives 182 (26.3) 182 (26.3) 53 (41.4) 22 (16.8)
Husband/partner 172 (24.8) 172 (24.8) 37 (28.9) 91 (71.3)
Peers 80 (11.6) 77 (11.1) 28 (21.9) 6 (4.7)
Teachers 40 (5.8) 39 (5.6) 1 (0.8) 0
Religious leaders 37 (5.3) 37 (5.3) 3 (2.3) 0
Nurses/doctors 13 (1.9) 13 (1.9) 19 (14.9) 1 (0.8)
aSorted in column 2 in descending order
bMultiple choices were allowed
Table 4 Multiple Logistic Regression models for capitals and competence score (dependent variable) among adolescent girls by
pregnancy statusa*
Social & cultural capital variables Never pregnant girls Pregnant and young mothers
Odds Ratio 95 % C.I. P-Value Odds Ratio 95 % C.I. P-Value
Model 1: Social capital
Husband/partner 0.6407 0.2759 1.4880 0.300 2.9272 0.9661 8.8689 0.058
Nurses/doctors 1.4348 0.3302 6.2341 0.630 7.1912 1.8068 28.6216 0.005
Other relatives 1.0414 0.6947 1.5611 0.844 1.4532 0.4938 4.2767 0.497
Parents 1.4998 0.9990 2.2516 0.050 0.7479 0.2539 2.2035 0.598
Peers 0.8350 0.5398 1.2918 0.418 2.4893 0.7362 8.4176 0.142
Religious leaders 4.1876 0.1996 87.8472 0.356
Teachers 1.4145 0.8552 2.3397 0.177
Model 2: Cultural capital
Books 1.4293 0.0168 2.0091 0.039 1.7165 0.4608 6.3945 0.420
Brochure 0.3134 0.1341 0.7321 0.007 1.0675 0.0313 36.4024 0.971
Cell Phones 0.4231 0.0891 2.0104 0.279
Magazines 1.9136 0.3187 11.4897 0.478
Music songs 0.6170 0.3582 1.0631 0.082 5.0131 1.0565 23.7879 0.042
Radio 0.9022 0.3455 2.3555 0.833
Television (TV) 1.9244 1.1769 3.1466 0.009 1.4982 0.4065 5.5218 0.544
aSorted in column 1 in alphabetical order under the headings “Social capital” and “Cultural capital”
*Age and marital status were included in the model as control variables
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pregnant girls and 76 % of pregnant girls/young mothers
responded in the affirmative. The young study partici-
pants maintained that they consciously behave in cultur-
ally and socially acceptable ways in order to avoid being
labelled as ‘bad girls’ in the community. In addition,
83 % of the never pregnant girls and 81 % of the preg-
nant girls/young mothers said they feel accepted within
their social environment. Thus, pregnancy status did not
affect their positions in the social environment where
they lived as there was no difference between the two
groups.
Relationship between selected capacities and competence
score
Capitals available to adolescent girls may shape their
capacities such as the ability to mobilize social support
to either prevent or cope well with pregnancy. A multiple
logistic regression analysis showed that some of these
capacities contributed to a high competence score among
respondents. Capacities such as “the ability to organize
economic support (access to economic capital) when
needed (Odd ratio 28.0000; P < 0.001)”, “the ability to use
contraceptives to prevent pregnancy (Odd ratio 3.0804;
P < 0.001)” and “deliberately abstaining from sex to
prevent teenage pregnancy (Odd ratio 2.4420; P < 0.001)”
among others were strongly related to competence score
among the never pregnant girls. Also, among pregnant
girls/young mothers, capacities such as “the ability to
organize economic support (access to economic capital)
when needed (Odd ratio 11.4290; P < 0.001)” and “the
ability to make use of health services to protect own and
baby’s health (Odd ratio 7.3926; P = 0.003)” were signifi-
cantly related to the competence score (Table 6).
Discussion
This paper utilized a reproductive resilience research
design that built on the Multi-layered Social Resilience
framework [17], to establish relationships between social,
economic and cultural capitals as well as contextual fac-
tors that enhance the competence of adolescent girls to
either proactively prevent or reactively cope well with
pregnancy and child birth in Accra. In this paper, com-
petence was measured as a proxy for resilience, which is
viewed as the process of, and capacity for, adapting suc-
cessfully to challenging or threatening circumstances, or
the ability to resist risk and overcome adversity.
Findings that older and less educated girls were more
likely to start childbearing compared favourably with what
was reported by the Ghana Demographic Health Survey
in 2008, where adolescent’s chances of childbearing in-
creases with age and reduces with education [24]. Com-
pared to 2008 [24], teenage pregnancy among older
adolescents in Accra rose from 11 % to 16 %, an increase
of about 5 %. However, most pregnant girls and young
Table 5 Sources of information used by adolescent girls in
Accra by pregnancy status a, b
Cultural capital Never pregnant
frequency (%) n = 692
Pregnant girls and young
mothers frequency (%) n = 128
TV 583 (84.2) 109 (85.1)
Radio 421 (60.9) 86 (67.3)
Books 338 (48.9) 19 (14.9)
Magazines 107 (15.4) 8 (5.9)
Music songs 84 (12.1) 11 (8.9)
Cell Phones 56 (8.1) 18 (13.9)
Brochures 44 (6.3) 3 (2.0)
Billboards/
posters
28 (4.0) 4 (3.0)
Other 28 (4.1) 4 (3.0)
a Sorted in column 2 in descending order
b Multiple choices were allowed
Table 6 Multiple Logistic Regression analysis of the relationship between selected abilities and competence score (dependent
variable) among adolescent girls in Accraa*
Capacity variable Never pregnant girls’ competence score Pregnant and young mothers’ competence score
Odds ratio 95 % C.I. P-value Odds ratio 95 % C.I. P-value
Ability to establish relationship with others 2.7133 1.6085 4.5769 <0.001 0.8172 0.2679 2.4928 0.723
Ability to organize economic support 28.000 13.4281 58.3854 <0.001 11.4290 4.4061 29.6463 <0.001
Dare to speak against sexual advances 1.4025 0.7247 2.7143 0.315 0.9899 0.1675 5.8500 0.991
Decide with whom and when to have sex 1.0761 0.7007 1.6524 0.738 0.5922 0.2023 1.7332 0.339
Deliberately abstain from sex to prevent pregnancy 2.4420 1.5074 3.9562 <0.001
Have sexual and reproductive right 1.6570 1.0927 2.5128 <0.001 2.8125 0.9891 7.9977 0.052
Make use of health services to protect own
and baby’s health
7.3926 1.9406 28.1619 <0.001
Religious beliefs help to prevent pregnancy 1.5876 0.9717 2.5943 0.065
Use contraceptives to prevent pregnancy 7.1334 4.4571 11.4165 <0.001
aSorted in column 1 in alphabetical order
*Age and marital status were included in the model as control variables
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mothers in our study defied the general view of them as
vulnerable people [25–27]. Instead they developed skills
and competencies to cope well with pregnancy and child-
birth [28]. It has been severally established in resilience
literature that major life transitions can provide opportun-
ities for developing resilience [29–31] and this has been
confirmed in our study. What might be regarded as a
threat in one situation could become a protective factor in
another situation [18]. This finding contradicts the gener-
ally held view that adolescent mothers are vulnerable chil-
dren who are having children at a time that they are not
supposed to [4–6, 18, 32]. It must be acknowledged that
teenage pregnancy could have a negative effect on adoles-
cents as it may truncate their education and other social
and economic developments [33]. However, findings re-
ported here suggest that this might have been over exag-
gerated and stated out of context. Obrist and Mlangwa
[34] argued that teenage pregnancy must be seen in the
context within which it occurs, thus it should not be
de-contextualized and labelled as a health problem.
The finding that parents were the single most promin-
ent social actors consulted by adolescent girls for sexual-
ity related information is an emerging trend in parenting
in Ghana. It emphasizes the critical role of parents in
providing sexual education to their adolescent daughters.
This is changing the relationship between parents and
their children. In the Ghanaian context, relatives such as
aunts and grandmothers are expected to provide sexual-
ity education and other sexual and reproductive sup-
ports to their nieces and grandchildren. However, due to
societal changes, where individuals have moved away
from their ancestral homes to work in urban areas with
weak or severed kinship ties, the parents and most im-
portantly mothers are being consulted on sexual matters
[35, 36]. It has been argued that parent–child communi-
cation on sexual matters tend to be authoritarian and
vague with parents often overwhelmed with their new
roles as they do not know how to provide sexual educa-
tion and instead of promoting healthy and meaningful
discussions, children are often left more confused [35]
and in their attempts to clear this confusion, they may
fall victim to information sources of varying quality.
There is therefore a need to enhance the communication
skills of parents, especially mothers to communicate
effectively with their teenage girls on sexual matters.
As the changing family structure confers the role of
sexual educators on parents, especially mothers, who are
often not able to fill the information gap for their ado-
lescent children, access to other information sources like
the mass media has become very important for the youth
to fill that gap [36]. It was not surprising that TV con-
tributed significantly to competence among never preg-
nant girls but not pregnant girls/young mothers because
mass media campaigns often do not target the latter. It is
argued that mass media should also focus on this neg-
lected group to enhance their competence to deal with
pregnancy and child rearing.
The finding that fewer never pregnant girls were seek-
ing for economic support to deal with sexual and repro-
ductive health related issues, compared to pregnant girls
and young mothers, could be attributed to the fact that,
it is not culturally acceptable for adolescent girls to ask
for financial support for pregnancy prevention measures
like contraceptives. Doing so may attract the label of
being a ‘bad girl’. However, it must be recognized that at
any given time, a good number of teenagers will be sexu-
ally active and therefore exposed to all kinds of risks
associated with engaging in ‘unsafe sex’ including preg-
nancy and sexually transmitted diseases like HIV/AIDS
[28, 37, 38]. It is therefore in the interest of society to
encourage and support adolescents, especially girls to
develop skills and the capacity to be able to negotiate for
safe sex and be able to decide on when, and who, to
have sex with.
Over 70 % of the never pregnant girls said they knew
how to prevent pregnancy, however, it has been reported
in several studies from Ghana that being knowledgeable
about contraceptives and birth control in general does
not always translate into actual protection [9, 24, 27, 37].
As such, there is a need to use this high level of know-
ledge on contraceptives to design interventions that will
empower and support these girls to develop capacity
to actually use contraceptives and other birth control
methods to prevent unwanted pregnancy. In this study it
was found that about 50 % of adolescent mothers returned
to school or have started various apprenticeships to learn
one trade or the other and this was good, however, add-
itional interventions are required to enhance the capacity
of the remaining half of these girls to return to school or
enter apprenticeship after childbirth. In Ghana, the policy
is to encourage teenage mothers to go back to school or
enter into apprenticeship and this policy must be enforced
in a manner that goes beyond encouragement but also
build capacities of teenage mothers to return to school es-
pecially or enter into apprenticeship. However, it has to be
recognized that some of the adolescent mothers will
marry, which may affect their capacity to return to school
or enter into apprenticeship, yet there should be a system
to help married adolescents acquire some skills that will
enable them to earn decent living and be able to support
themselves and their children in one way or the other.
The adaptation of the Multi-layered Social Resilience
framework [17], to study adolescent sexual and reproduct-
ive health with emphasis on teenage pregnancy clearly
demonstrated that resilience is not a static situation
that must be built once for all threats, rather it is a
process that is influenced by a given threat within a
prevailing context.
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Weakness of the study
The weakness of the study is acknowledged in the fact that
the quantitative approach used did not cover local con-
structions of categories mentioned by adolescent girls
themselves. Also, resilience is a dynamic phenomenon that
is developed against a given threat within a given context.
So a longitudinal study that follows adolescents’ overtime,
preferably from age 10 to 19 years, may provide a better
understanding of the resilience of adolescent girls against
teenage pregnancy. A cross sectional study can only
generate limited information to help understand the
complexity of social interactions within which adoles-
cents experience sexuality. Also, the exclusion of ado-
lescent boys from the study is a weakness that has
been recognized and being addressed in a follow-up
qualitative study designed to address local representa-
tions of capitals, capacities and competences, which will
be elaborated elsewhere.
Conclusion
Adolescent girls, especially those that get pregnant
should not be viewed as weak and vulnerable because
many of them in our study have developed competencies
to cope with pregnancy and childbirth effectively. How-
ever, there is a need for sexual and reproductive health
promotion, for example, through the use of mass media,
to target both never pregnant and pregnant adolescents
and young mothers to provide them with relevant infor-
mation on how to go through pregnancy and childbirth.
Focusing on developing competencies of girls to access
social, economic and cultural capitals may be a more
effective way of tackling the threat of teenage pregnancy
than focusing only on their vulnerabilities and risks
associated with it.
This paper, using the reproductive resilience frame-
work examined how various material and non-material
resources contribute to the competence building of ado-
lescents to either proactively avoid teenage pregnancy or
to reactively cope well with it. In the context of our
study, and for that matter, sub-Saharan Africa, adoles-
cent pregnancy in itself may not present a health risk
but the lack of social and economic supports for the
girls to cope with teenage pregnancy may be a bigger
risk for these girls [39]. Like other studies [40], we sug-
gest that adolescent girls should be looked at as active
social agents who are not only shaped by the environment
around them but who also actively shape their environ-
ments and structures that they interact with daily at
the household and community levels and in the process
develop resilience to deal with some of the challenges
that they face.
Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interest.
Authors’ contribution
CKA was involved in the conception, design, implementation, analysis, writing
of the manuscript and approved of it for publication. CP was involved in the
conception, design, and analysis, critically reviewed the manuscript and approved
of it for publication. BO was involved in the conception, design, critically
reviewed the manuscript and approved of it for publication.
Acknowledgements
The article presented here has been developed in the Research Project
‘Sexual and Reproductive Resilience of Adolescents in Ghana and Tanzania.
This research was financed in the context of the Swiss National Centre of
Competence in Research North–south (NCCR North–south), an international
research program of the Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF) and
co-funded by the SNSF and the Swiss Agency for Development and
Cooperation (SDC). The authors wish to thank all study participants for
sharing their experiences without which there would have been no study.
We are also grateful to Kwadwo Koram, Marcel Tanner, Bassirou Bonfoh and
Jakob Zinsstag for their support. We also thank our Advisory Board Members
Trudy Harpham, Fred Krueger and Kate Molesworth as well as Patricia
Schwaerzler and Sandra Alba for their valuable inputs and comments on
the manuscript. Thanks go to Seth Kumordzi, Phyllis Antwibosiako, Cynthia
Ahorlu and Sylvia Adu-Gyamfi for their support during fieldwork and data
management. We are also grateful to our study participants and their
caretakers who gave consent for their wards to participate in the study.
Author details
1Noguchi Memorial Institute for Medical Research, College of Health
Sciences, University of Ghana, P.O Box LG581, Legon, Ghana. 2Swiss Tropical
and Public Health Institute, Basel, Switzerland. 3University of Basel, Basel,
Switzerland. 4Institute of Social Anthropology, University of Basel, Basel,
Switzerland.
Received: 16 June 2015 Accepted: 17 December 2015
References
1. UNFPA. State of the world population 2003, making a billion count:
adolescents’ health and right. New York: UNFPA, 2003.
2. Eccles JS, Templeton J, Barber B, Stone M. Adolescence and emerging
adulthood: the critical passage ways to adulthood. In: Bornstein MH, Davidson
L, Keyes CLM, Moore KA, editors. Well-being: Positive Development Across the
Life Course. Mahwah, NJ, USA: Lawrence Erlbaum Press; p. 383–406.
3. Berer M. By and for young women and men. Reprod Health Matters.
2001;9(17):1–5.
4. UNAIDS. Report on the Global AIDS epidemic. Geneva: UNAIDS; 2008.
5. Bearinger L, Sieving RE, Ferguson J, Sharma V. Global perspective on the
sexual and reproductive health of adolescents: patterns, prevention, and
potential. Lancet. 2007;369:1220–31.
6. WHO. Building a better future for youth: learning from experiences and
evidence. Geneva: WHO; 2006.
7. WHO. The second decade: improving adolescent health and development.
Geneva: WHO; 2001.
8. WHO. Early marriages, adolescents and young pregnancies. Sixty-Fifth World
Health Assembly provisional agenda item 13.4: New York, NY; 2012.
9. Ghana Statistical Service (GSS), Ghana Health Service (GHS), Macro International.
Ghana Maternal Health Survey 2007. Calverton, Maryland, USA; 2009
10. UNICEF. Progress for Children: A report card on Adolescent. Number 10. NY:
UNICEF; 2012.
11. Harpham T. Urban health in developing countries: what do we know and
where do we go? Health Place. 2008;15:107–16.
12. Nichter M. Global health: Why cultural perceptions, social representations,
and biopolitics matter. Tucson: University of Arizona Press; 2008.
13. Ungar M. Handbook for working with children and youth - pathways to
resilience across cultures and contexts. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications; 2005.
14. Garmezy N. Resilience in children’s adaptation to negative life events and
stressed environments. Paediatrics. 1991;20:459–66.
15. Liebenberg L, Ungar M. Researching resilience. Toronto: University of
Toronto Press; 2009.
16. Liebenberg L, Ungar M. Researching resilience. Toronto: University of
Toronto Press; 2008.
Ahorlu et al. Reproductive Health  (2015) 12:117 Page 10 of 11
17. Obrist B, Pfeiffer C, Henley R. Multi-layered social resilience: a new approach
in mitigation research. Prog Dev Stud. 2010;10:283–93.
18. Collins B. Resilience in teenage mothers: a follow-up study. Wellington:
Ministry of Social Development; 2010.
19. Ungar M, Brown M, Liebenberg L, Othman R, Kwong WM, Armstrong M, et al.
Unique pathways to resilience across cultures. Adolescence. 2007;42:287–310.
20. Ghana Statistical Service. 2010 Population and Housing Census. Accra,
Ghana: Ghana Statistical Service; 2012.
21. Kish, L. Survey Sampling. New York: John Wiley & Sons Inc.; 1965.
22. UNICEF (2011). Adolescence an age of opportunity. The state of the World’s
children, UNICEF Report, New York; 2011.
23. Bourdieu P. The forms of capital. In: Richardson JE (ed.) Handbook of theory
and research for the sociology of education. California, USA: Greenwood
Press; 1986. pp 241–258.
24. Ghana Statistical Service and Macro International. Ghana Demographic and
Health Survey. Calverton, Maryland, USA: Macro International; 2008.
25. World Health Organization. The sexual and reproductive health of younger
adolescents: research issues in developing countries: background paper for
a consultation. Geneva: World Health Organization; 2011.
26. Kwakye SO. Adolescent sexuality and reproductive health in Ghana: some
results from a survey of Cape Coast and Mankrong. In: Mba CJ, Kwakye SO,
editors. Population, health and development in Ghana: attaining the Millennium
Development Goals. Accra: Sub-Saharan Publishers; 2007. p. 53–90.
27. Bonanno G. Loss, trauma and human resilience: have we underestimated
the human capacity to thrive after extremely aversive events? Am Psychol.
2004;59:20.
28. Ahern NR, Ark P, Byer J. Resilience and copping strategies in adolescents.
Paediatr Nurs. 2008;20:32–6.
29. Easterbrooks MA, Chaudhuri J, Bartlett JD & Copeman A. Resilience in parenting
among young mothers: Family and ecological risks and opportunities, Children
and Youth Services Review, doi:10.1016/j.childyouth.2010.08.010.
30. Marsiglio W. Studying fathering trajectories: In-depth interviewing and
sensitizing concepts. In. Day RD & Lamb ME (Eds.), Conceptualizing and
measuring father involvement (pp. 61–82). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum; 2004
31. Werner EE. Protective factors and individual resilience. In Shonkoff JP &
Meisels SJ (Eds.), Handbook of early childhood intervention (pp. 115–132),
2nd Edition. New York: Cambridge University Press; 2000.
32. Breheny M, Stephens C. Irreconcilable differences: health professionals’
constructions of adolescence and motherhood. Soc Sci Med. 2007;64:112–24.
33. Macleod C. Teenage motherhood and the regulation of mothering in the
scientific literature: the South African example. Fem Psychol. 2001;11:493–511.
34. Mlangwa S, Obrist Van Eeuwijk B. Competing ideologies: adolescence,
knowledge and silence in Dar es Salaam. In: Harcourt S (Ed.). Power,
reproduction and gender. The inter-generational transfer of knowledge.
London: Zed Books Ltd; 1997. p. 35–57.
35. Bastien S, Kajula LJ, Muhwezi WW. A review of studies of parent–child
communication about sexuality and HIV/AIDS in sub-Saharan Africa.
Reprod Health. 2011;8:25. doi:10.1186/1742-4755-8-25.
36. United Nations, World Youth Report 2005: Young People Today, and in
2015. New York: UN; 2005
37. Henry R, Fayorsey C. Coping with pregnancy: experiences of adolescents in
Ga Mashi, Accra. Calverton: ORC Macro; 2002.
38. Awusabo-Asare K, Kumi-Kyereme A and Biddlecom A. Adolescents’ sexual
and reproductive health: qualitative evidence from Ghana. Occasional
report, New York: Guttmacher Institute, No. 30; 2007.
39. Pfeiffer C, Sambaiga R, Ahorlu C, Obrist B. Helping Tanzanian teenage girls
avoid pregnancy. Evidence for Policy Series, Regional edition East Africa,
No. 3, (Ed.) Boniface Kiteme. Nanyuki: NCCR North–south; 2012.
40. Van Reeuwijk M. Because of temptations: Children, sex, and HIV/AIDS in
Tanzania. Diemen: AMB Publishers; 2010.
•  We accept pre-submission inquiries 
•  Our selector tool helps you to find the most relevant journal
•  We provide round the clock customer support 
•  Convenient online submission
•  Thorough peer review
•  Inclusion in PubMed and all major indexing services 
•  Maximum visibility for your research
Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit
Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central 
and we will help you at every step:
Ahorlu et al. Reproductive Health  (2015) 12:117 Page 11 of 11
